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Preface

s part of its ongoing studies on the rehabilitation
and reconstruction of societies ravaged by civil

A

wars, USAID’s Center for Development Information and

Evaluation (CDIE) undertook a multicountry assessment
of gender issues in postconflict societies. The assessment
concentrated on three sets of questions:

m  What has been the impact of intrastate conflicts
on women? How did these conflicts affect their
economic, social, and political roles and respon-
sibilities? What are the major problems and chal-
lenges facing women in these societies?

m  What types of women’s organizations have
emerged during the postconflict era to address the
challenges women face and to promote gender
equality? What types of activities do they under-
take? What has been their overall impact on the
empowerment of women? What factors affect their
performance and impact?

m  What has been the nature and emphasis of assis-
tance provided by USAID and other donor agen-
cies to women’s organizations? What are some
of the major problem areas in international assis-
tance?

The purpose of the assessment was to generate a body of
empirically grounded knowledge that could inform the
policy and programmatic interventions of USAID and other
international donor agencies.

CDIE sent research teams to Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Cambodia, El Salvador, Georgia, Guatemala, and Rwanda.
These teams conducted in-depth interviews with key in-
formants, reviewed literature, and conducted fieldwork.
They prepared comprehensive reports, which were re-
viewed by USAID and outside scholars.

This paper, which Hannah Baldwin and Judy Benjamin
wrote with me, examines the effects of two decades of
conflict and genocide on women and gender relations in
Cambodia. I am grateful to my co-authors for their in-
sightful analysis.

—KRrisuNna KumMAR
Senior Social Scientist



1. Introduction

Asapart of itsmulticountry evaluation of gender issues
in postconflict societies, USAID's Center for Develop-
ment | nformation and Education undertook a case study
of Cambodia. That country was embroiled in turmoil
from 1970, when warfare broke out between govern-
ment forces and communist Khmer Rouge guerrillas,
and 1979, when Vietnamese troops overthrew the Khmer
autarky. This case study was designed to answer three
sets of questions:

1. What has been the impact of the prolonged conflict
on women? How did the conflict affect their economic,
social and political roles and responsibilities? What are
the magjor problems and challenges facing women in
postconflict Cambodia?

2. What types of women's organizations have emerged
in the postconflict erato address the problems faced by
women and promote gender equality? What unique con-
tribution do women'’s organizations make? What has
contributed to their establishment and growth? What
types of activities do they undertake? What have been
their overall impacts? What factors affect their perfor-
mance?

3. What has been the nature and goal of assistance pro-
vided by usaID and other donor agencies to women's
organizations? How has the assistance affected their
priorities and sustainability?

USAID’ s Center for Development Information and Evalu-
ation (cDIE) followed a multistage research methodol-
ogy. Firgt, it undertook a systematic review of project
and program documents, reports of the international
agencies, and relevant academic publications on Cam-
bodia. Once the review was completed, CDIE commis-
sioned a background paper on women'’s organizations
by a Canadian scholar working in Cambodia. The pa-
per provided detailed information about the nature and
functioning of women’'s organizations. It also helped
sharpen the scope of inquiry.

Finally, in January 1999, CDIE sent athree-person team
to Cambodiafor fieldwork. The team visited 28 organi-
zations, interviewed more than 40 key informants, and
conducted four focus group discussions with program
beneficiaries. In addition, the team met with the senior

officias of the Cambodian government, the U.S. am-
bassador, USAID mission director, and senior usaip staff.
It also collected documents, records, and other publica-
tions not available in Washington.

This case study is based on the data, information, and
ideas gathered from the above sources. Regarding
women's issues, it draws 10 major lessons from the
Cambodian experience:

= |Internal conflict on the scalethat took placein Cam-
bodialeaves deep scarson the nationa psyche. There
is a need for comprehensive, targeted gender poli-
cies and programs.

= Thewar created amanpower shortage, opening new
economic and political opportunitiesfor women (ex-
cept during the Khmer Rouge era, when economic
activity was prohibited). During a transition, do-
nors should build on such gains.

= Education and training of women and their partici-
pation in refugee camp activities can prepare them
to assume leadership rolesin postconflict societies.
The international community should support edu-
cation and training programs for women in refugee
camps, enabling women to acquire new skills, ex-
perience, and vision to help reconstruct gender rela
tions—and their country—upon their return to so-

ciety.

= Newly founded women’s organizations in
postconflict societies can implement a wide range
of programs funded by the international commu-
nity. When donors do not want to administer assis-
tance either through the government or international
nongovernmental organizations, indigenouswomen's
organizations can provide a viable option.

= The international community can help establish
women’s organizations in postconflict societies.
Such organizations can develop local rootsand gain
political legitimacy despite their dependence on in-
ternational resources.

= Intheimpoverished condition of typical postconflict
countries, women’s organizations will have to de-
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pend on foreign donorsfor yearsto come; they can-
not become economically sustainable within the
usual target of fiveto seven years. Theyearly fund-
ing cycle causes these organizations to spend most
of their time writing proposals and reporting on re-
sults. Donors should shift to multiyear funding, al-
lowing the groups to concentrate on their core em-
powerment work.

=  Women's organizations provide an important set-
ting for women to gain self-respect and participate
in decision-making. Thustheinternational commu-
nity should support the growth of women’s in
postconflict societies not only to channel assistance
to needy populations but also to socially empower
women.

= |nternational nongovernmenta organizations ob-
served that women’s organizations did not under-
stand theimportance of monitoring program activi-
ties, nor did they know how to conduct effective
evaluations. Yet these activities are fundamental to

developing local capacity to respond effectively to
the needs of beneficiaries. Therefore, the interna-
tional community should undertake to build moni-
toring and evaluation capacity within women’s or-
ganizations.

= Donors have paid little attention to continuity or
developing expertisein agiven area, settling instead
on a flavor-of-the-month approach. As donors de-
velop new priorities, they must not overlook the con-
tinuing needs in previous sectors, unless the prob-
lem has been solved.

Many Cambodian women'’ s organi zations spend consid-
erable resources on spacious offices, four-wheel-drive
vehicles, and unnecessary support staff. Often their ex-
pectations and operations are not congruent with the re-
alities of the situation in-country. The international do-
nor community needsto foster arealistic and affordable
vision for women's organizations. It should emphasize
utilization of local resources, modeled at an appropriate
level, such aslocal government agencies.

2. The Country Context

A country of 11 million people, Cambodia, has been a
victim of the Vietnam War and the genocidal regime of
the Khmer Rouge under dictator Pol Pot. Few other
countriesin recent history have experienced such agony,
wholesale destruction of their social fabric, and utter
devastation of their economic and political systems.
Between 1969 and 1993, the country suffered clandes-
tine military operations by the North Viethamese and
the Viet Cong, massive carpet bombing by the United
States, genocide under the Maoist Khmer Rouge, large-
scale internal migration, invasion by Vietnam, and re-
curring guerrilla attacks by the defeated Khmer Rouge
and their alies. Only after 1993 did Cambodians begin
to live in relative peace. That the country has survived
and has begun reconstruction is a tribute to both the
resilience of its people and the generosity of theinterna
tional community.

Nature and History of the Conflict

Until 1954, Cambodiawasa French protectorate. Asin
much of Indochinga, the French did little to promote the
country’s economic or socia development. Cambodia
had few schools, fewer hospitals, and a minimal eco-

nomic infrastructure at the time of independence. Most
of the population were subsistencefarmers. Astherewas
no shortage of land, which people could easily obtain
for rice cultivation, little social and economic differen-
tiation existed in the countryside.

After independence, the situation began to change. The
new government, led by King Norodom Sihanouk,”
launched modest socia and political reforms, signifi-
cantly expanded educational opportunities, and initiated

"A word of explanation is in order about the odyssey of
Sihanouk’s royal titles. In 1941, the Paris-educated aristo-
crat was elected king by aroyal council. He held that title
until 1955, when he abdicated the throne in favor of his
father, Norodom Suramarit. After Suramarit’ sdeath in 1960,
Sihanouk again became head of state, although now with
the title of prince. Overthrown by a rightist coup d'etat in
1970, he went into exile in China. (He returned to Cambo-
diabriefly to become chief of state under the Khmer Rouge,
only, in short order, to be placed under house arrest, after
which he decamped to China.) Sihanouk returned to Cam-
bodia in 1991 as chief of state after the signing of a UN-
sponsored peace treaty. In 1993, under a new constitution,
he became, once again, king.
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economic devel opment programs. It promoted mass lit-
eracy and sent its brightest students for higher educa-
tionin France. There, many came under theinfluence of
communism and later led the revolutionary movement
against the government itself.

The government followed a policy, a pragmatic one, of
neutrality in international affairs, refusing to be drawn
into the Indochinese war that engulfed the region. This
was indeed a pragmatic policy dictated by national in-
terest. Ascompared to its powerful neighbors, the coun-
try had few political and military resources, muchlessa
strong economic base. Moreover, the government was
concerned that aignment would mean involvement in
the developing conflict. However, North Vietnamese
regularsand Viet Cong guerrillas clandestinely used the
country’ s eastern borders as sanctuaries from which to
|aunch attacks on South Vietnam. Inretaliation, and with
the tacit approval of Sihanouk, the United States began
secret bombing of communist basesin 1969. Thebomb-
ing continued until 1973.

In 1970, right-leaning e ementswithin Cambodia smili-
tary and politicd dite led by the prime minister, Gen.
Lon Nol, staged acoup against the government of Prince
Sihanouk. The new government pursued a strong anti-
communist policy, aigning itself with South Vietnam
and the United States. As bombing increased, the com-
munist forces moved deeper into the countryside, which
in turn led to more bombing in the interior. The escala-
tion uprooted millions of people, who flooded the cities
in search of protection and peace.

Torn by infighting and rampant corruption, the Lon Nol
government remained both indifferent and ineffectivein
providing assistance to Cambodia' s suffering people.
Consequently, a Maoist insurgency movement, the
Khmer Rouge, gained ground in the countryside. The
insurgents were armed and trained by the North Viet-
namese. Gradually, large parts of the countryside fell
into the hands of the Khmer Rouge, and many provin-
cia capitalswere cut off from Phnom Penh. On 17 April
1975, two weeks before the fall of Saigon, the Khmer
Rougetook complete control of the country. They imple-
mented the most radical and brutal restructuring of Cam-
bodian society in the country’s history.

Initsfirst maor act, the Khmer Rouge ordered the evacu-
ation of the capital and all provincial towns. They forced
al residents—even hospital patients—to move to the
countryside. The Khmer summarily executed those who

resisted or were unableto move. Thousandsdiedinthis
forced migration.

The Khmer Rouge obsessively distrusted anyone who
could think and reflect. The regime demanded nothing
less than complete control of its citizens' thoughts,
achieved through fear, repression, and indoctrination.
They severed links with the outside world by denying
people accessto mail, radio, telephone, and other forms
of mass communication. They abolished money. They
closed schoolsand universities. Those suspected of work-
ing with the previousregime suddenly disappeared. Per-
celved as enemies of the state, the educated—teachers,
doctors, and other professionals—met the samefate. The
Khmer Rouge carried out systematic ethnic cleansing
(against ethnic Vietnamese and Chinese) and what has
been termed autogenocide. Estimates of the dead during
the Khmer Rouge's sanguinary 42-month reign range
from one to three million, out of a 1975 population of
7.3 million.

The Khmer Rouge attempted to wipe out religion. They
also sought to undermine the ingtitution of the family.
Children were often separated from their families. When
not separated, they were encouraged to spy on their par-
ents. The Khmer Rouge a so promoted mass weddings
inwhich young men and women wererandomly selected
for marriages. Cumulatively, these policies resulted in
adisintegration of the ingtitution of the family.

While Cambodian society endured horrific suffering on
the domestic front, the Khmer Rouge's irredentist de-
sgns on Vietnam would soon lead to turmoil on an in-
ternational level. Combined with the persecution of in-
digenous Vietnamese, the Khmer Rouge's claims on
various parts of southern Vietnam led to heated border
clashes in which hundreds of Vietnamese civilianswere
killed. Vietnam retaliated by invading Cambodia. It
toppled the Pol Pot regime on 7 January 1979. Vietnam
installed a new, essentially totalitarian government
friendly to itsinterests.

Establishment of a new regime failed to bring peace,
however. Guerrillawarfare soon erupted, as the Khmer
Rouge, supported by China, launched operationsin the
north. Thus fueled, the warfare continued for another
nine years, draining the country’s capital and human
resources.

With the end of the Cold War, the mgjor powers finally
initiated diplomatic effortsto bring peace to Cambodia.

Aftermath: Women and Women's Organizations in Postconflict Cambodia 3



These efforts culminated in the formulation of a peace
planin 1989. The plan called on the different factionsto
disarm and form an interim coalition government under
Prince Sihanouk. It also stipulated that the United Na-
tions would establish a body, the UN Transitional Au-
thority in Cambodia, to supervise the government and
to organize free and fair elections. Despite many prob-
lems, the plan was implemented in 1993, with unTac
succeeding in holding national elections. At 90 percent,
voter turnout was remarkably high. A constitutional
monarchy was formed, with Norodom Sihanouk named
asking.

The Present Situation

Cambodiais now a constitutional monarchy. Although
its written constitution guarantees civil and political
rightsto all citizensirrespective of race, color, religion,
creed, or sex, in practice much remains to be accom-
plished. The executive is responsible to a unicamera
National Assembly elected every five years. The coun-
try hasthree major political parties. The public bureau-
cracy isfragile, and its effectiveness and efficiency are
severely compromised by a shortage of trained person-
nel, extremely low salaries, widespread corruption, and
political interference.

Civil society has also emerged in this postconflict pe-
riod. More than ahundred indigenous voluntary organi-
zations engage in activities ranging from human rights
monitoring to rural development. Although largely de-
pendent on external assi stance, these organizations sym-
bolize the emergence of a civil society that could serve
as a buffer between the state its citizens. A relatively
free press has also emerged. Although it lacks profes-
sionalism and journalists sometimes suffer government
intimidation, the pressenjoys more freedom than its coun-
terparts in neighboring countries.

Since 1992 the country has witnessed a modest growth
initsgrossnationa product, which has dightly outpaced
population growth. Therate of economic growth ranged
from 4.1 in 1993 to 7.6 in 1995; but the growth rate
declined to 2 percent in 1997 because of an interna
political crisis and the economic meltdown in Asia. As
both crises have passed, the economic picture for the
futurelooks brighter. With a per capitaincome of $300,
though, the country clearly remains one of the poorest
inAsa

Agriculture provides employment to 78 percent of the
people; industry and service sectors account for the re-
maining 5 and 18 percent, respectively. Indeed, agricul-

Table 1. Cambodia at a Glance

POLITICAL

Form of government
Civil society organizations
Press and electronic media

100+
relatively free

GENERAL

Size

constitutional monarchy

SOCIAL

5.81
54 years

Total fertility rate
Life expectancy
Adult literacy rate
female literacy
male literacy
Infant mortality

53%

80%

106 out of
1,000 live births

69,898 sg. m.
10.5
2.7%
53%

Population (million2)
Population growth rate
Female population
Ethnic composition
Khmer
Vietnamese
Chinese
Others
Religion

90%

5%

1%

4%
Buddhism

ECONOMIC

3.2
300
715
6.5%
2.1%
7.8%
8.6%

Gross national product (US$ billions)
Per capita income (US$)

Per capita gross domestic product (US$)
Average annual growth rate (1990-96)
Growth rate in agriculture (1990-96)
Growth rate in manufacturing (1990-96)
Growth rate in service (1990-96)

Sources: World Development Indicators (1998), UNDP Gender-Related Development Index, 1998.
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ture has served as an employment buffer, absorbing a
disproportionate share of theincreasein thelabor force.
In the absence of improved farm technol ogies, both pro-
duction and productivity remain low, far inferior to that
of neighboring countries.

Cambodia has much to do to build a stable political
order and sustainable economic growth can belaid. Three
decades of war and bloodshed have devastated its soci-
ety. Theroad to recovery and reconstruction isbound to
be along one.

3. Conflict and Cambodian Women

Before we discuss the effects of three decades of war
and genocide on women, we make three general obser-
vations:

First, the tragedy has profoundly affected both men and
women. They have suffered from the poverty, the pain,
and the brutal violence inflicted on them. However, be-
cause of traditional hierarchical structures, sexual divi-
sion of labor, and differential access to economic and
political power, the war has in some ways affected men
and women differently.

Second, the effects of the conflict on men and women
have been mediated by a number of interacting factors
and conditions. For example, the abject poverty exacer-
bated by the war has compounded many adverse effects
of the conflict, but poverty itself wasacontributing fac-
tor to the war.

Finaly, the conflict has had both positive and negative
effects for women. While the conflict has caused vast
suffering among women, it has also led to new opportu-
nitiesfor some. In particular, it has undermined the tra-
ditional hierarchica structure of the society, opening the
way for more balanced gender relationships.

Effects of the Conflict
Trauma and Disability

Hundreds thousands of women have personally experi-
enced and been traumatized by the brutalities of war,
such as cruelty, extreme violence, forced migration,
sexual abuse, and separation from loved ones. Psycholo-
gists debate whether Cambodians show the symptoms
of what is commonly called posttraumatic stress disor-
der. Such symptoms typically include depression, list-
lessness, chronic fatigue, mental anguish, psychologi-
ca disabilities, and recurrent recollection of traumatic

incidents. Some experts have observed an absence of
these symptoms among Cambodians, and they have con-
cluded that posttraumatic stress disorder has not affected
the postconflict population. Others, however, have sug-
gested that traumais widespread but that its behavioral
manifestations differ dramatically from society to soci-
ety. In Cambodia, religious beliefs, the notion of karma,
societd relationships, and other cultural norms havetem-
pered the most extreme expressions of posttraumatic
stress disorder (Boyden and Gibbs 1997).

In interviews and focus groups, women mentioned their
high levels of stressand the profound sorrow they expe-
rienced. They were deeply moved by the recollection of
traumatic war experiences and often were unableto con-
tain their emotions. Despite these problems, women have
been valiantly trying to take charge of their lives. They
have found solace in religion, in public rituals, and in
family. Some women who experienced sexual assaults
have regained self-esteem by performing aculturaly ap-
proved cleansing ceremony in Buddhist temples. For
others, the challenge of survival has helped overcome
their trauma.

Where rape was used as aweagpon of terror and intimida:
tion in countries such as Angola, Bosnia, Mozambique, or
Rwanda, it has been a source of persona anguish to thou-
sands of victims. Rape was not the policy in Cambodia,
and the magnitude of this problem has not been as severe.
However, two psychologists who studied the subject have
concluded that rape and sexud violence were commonly
practiced by Khmer Rougeofficia sand frequently occurred
during themigration of refugeesto the Thai border. More-
over, sngle women were highly vulnerable in the refugee
camps (Marcus 1995). We know little about the plight of
women who were raped and sexually abused during the
conflict, but most of thevictimsof such crimeshaverarey
sought outside help. They prefer to remain anonymous out
of fear of socid sigma
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The situation for women disabled by land mines like-
wise hasremained tenuous. During and immediately after
the war, thousands of people were killed or lost their
limbsto land mines. Most were men; only 5to 7 percent
were women. Anecdotal evidence indicates that women
usually face more difficultiesin obtaining trestment and
prostheses. Often they are too poor to travel, or family
members arereluctant to take them to the city for physi-
cal therapy and rehabilitation. As they are unable to
perform their personal and family chores, disabled
women are not treated well by others. Often the married
victims have been |eft by their husbands and have little
or no means of support.

Status and Rolein Family

The conflict affected the ingitution of family in & least
three profound ways. Firg, the Khmer Rouge sought to
undermine family cohesion and redefine the roles of fam-
ily members. They assgned men and women the sametasks
inagriculture, irrigation, and other activities. They encour-
aged family membersto spy on one ancther, and in many
parts of the country during 197779, they even collectiv-
ized cooking and childcare. They organized marriages be-
tween randomly sdected people without the consent of their
families. The cumulative effects of Khmer Rouge policies
on the family have been devagtating.

Second, the large-scale movements of populations re-
sulting from carpet bombing, forced evacuation of cit-
ies by the Khmer Rouge, and the guerrilla war on the
Thai border contributed to the disintegration of many
families. Thousands of families were separated during
the forced migration. Often, husbands drifted away un-
der physical and psychological stress, abandoning their
wives and children.

Finaly, the high casualties of young men in combat re-
sulted in a demographic imbalance. There was a sur-
plus of “women of marriageable age” during the 1980s
and early 1990s.

As suggested by two analysts (Ledgerwood 1996,
Frieson 1998), these developments led to a decline of
women’s status in the family. Before the war, women
had enjoyed an honored position in the family. Kinship
was traced through both husband and wife. Moreover,
after the marriage, men usually lived with the parents of
their wives. Thus, women enjoyed the emotional and
material support of their families and friends, strength-

ening their position in the marriage. Thetraditional sta-
tus of women was damaged by the surplus of “women
of marriage age”’ during and after the war. Because of
the postconflict demographic imbal ance, men havefound
themselves in a better bargaining position. They have
been able to offer lower bride prices and easily divorce
their spouses and find new wives.

Faced with this situation, many women have preferred
to become second and third wives rather than remain
unmarried (Ledgerwood 1996). The decline of women’'s
status was repeatedly raised in focus groups and inter-
views. Women participants often told the team of evalu-
atorsfromusaip’ s Center for Development Information
and Evaluation that women are no longer treated the
way they used to be. Many women, especialy those of
thewar generation, are concerned about their social sta-
tus and how it has changed.

A high incidence of domestic violence indirectly sup-
ports the hypothesis of status decline. High rates of do-
mestic violence against women have been reported
throughout the country. A recent survey conducted in
Phnom Penh and six provinces found that 16 percent of
women respondents were physically abused by their
husbands, and half of them sustained injuriesasaresult
of the abuse (mwa 1996). In ancther study, the Cambo-
dian Women's Crisis Center noted that more than 27
percent of women were battered by a member of their
household, usualy the spouse (cwee 1999). Parti cipants
in focus groups also indicated that wife and child besat-
ings have become widespread. Many respondents attrib-
uted the domestic violence to the prolonged bloodshed
and asubsequent declinein women’ sstatus. Such asub-
culture condones violent behavior—so much so that
people begin to view it as a normal occurrence.

The conflict dso resulted in the growth of women-headed
households, a phenomenon uncommon in the past. Re-
cent dtatistics indicate that women presently head be-
tween 25 and 30 percent of Cambodia s households (unpp
1998). In such households, the traditional division of
|abor between men and women has become blurred, as
women have assumed roles normally undertaken by men.
They discipline male children, build or repair houses,
deal with community leaders and government officials,
and fulfill religious and socia obligations expected from
the male members. More important, they have become
the sole support for the family and make critical deci-
sions about family members.

6 Center for Development Information and Evaluation



Female-headed households usudly face severe economic
and socid difficulties. Femae farmers, for example, per-
dstently facelabor shortagesfor heavy agricultura opera
tions. They arerarely in aposition to hire outside laborers,
depending instead on the generosity of distant relativesand
friends. Although traditiona laws provide for the owner-
ship of land, women tend to encounter difficultiesin legiti-
mizing their claims and in obtaining access to necessary
agriculturd inputs. They dso find it difficult to get afair
price for the marketable surplus. Socia constraints arise
because the femde heads of households are not readily
accepted in the community. Men may be embarrassed to
interact publicly with snglewomen. Still otherstry to take
unfair advantage of their Situation. Married women in the
community often look at them with suspicion, if not hostil-
ity. In focus groups, single women told the team that with
the rise of polygamy, married women in the community
weresuspiciousaf ther intentionsand concerned they might
attract their spouses.

Despitethese congraints, femal e-headed households may
be better off in their living standards than male-headed
households. A recent survey found that the incidence of
poverty is 37 percent in male-headed households and
only 33 percent in female-headed households (unor
1998). Thisfinding contradicts conventiona wisdom.

Severa explanations have been given for thisunexpected
finding. Female-headed households include many that
have an elderly woman as the head but a so have grown
sons with their wives and children, or grown daughters
with their husbands and children. Hence, many “female-
headed households’ may include relatively prosperous
extended households. In research that accounted for this,
female-headed households without male labor had the
smallest landholdings, the lowest income, and the small-
et holdings of farm animals (Ledgerwood 1994.) More-
over, lower poverty rates might reflect a lower depen-
dency burden. In the absence of husbands, families are
likely to havefewer children. Another explanation points
to the fact that the average age of the femae head is
higher than that of a male head, and in Cambodia the
incidence of poverty declineswith the age of the head of
the household beyond ages 35 and 39. Findly, women
may simply be more adept at developing a wide range
of economic activities in the informal sector.

Social Contract and I nterpersonal Trust

Social scientists often suggest that conflict and totali-
tarian political systems undermine interpersonal trust

and community participation. They believe that these
experiences socialize people into thinking that others—
neighbors, friends, coworkers—will take undue advan-
tage of them. In focus groups and individual meetings
during coie’ sfieldwork in Cambodia, many women par-
ticipants directly or indirectly confirmed this phenom-
enon. They complained about alack of trust and unwill-
ingness to help in times of need. Some recaled with
nostalgia preconflict days, when people shared with and
assisted friends and neighbors. Poverty seems to be a
driving force behind this issue: where there is no sur-
plus, sharing may mean hunger.

This problem has had a profound effect on microcredit
programs in Cambodia. It is noteworthy that the aver-
age size of self-help groupsfor credit rangesfrom three
to five—low, compared with other devel oping countries.
A number of women indicated they would join only im-
mediate family membersfor group credit programs. Be-
cause of thedifficulty of persuading unrelated individu-
alstowork together, credit groups have established new
requirements. Relatives may be members of the same
economic group, but they must physically live in sepa
rate households.

Economic Burdens and Opportunities

Although the conflict imposed economic hardships on
women, it also opened new opportunities to participate
in the economic sphere. Because of the mass mobiliza-
tion of meninto the military, masskilling, and increased
|abor demand for war and rehabilitation work, women
wereforced to undertake activities and perform economic
roles that had been restricted to men. This led to the
undermining of the traditional sexua division of labor
that had characterized Cambodian society.

Historically, men and women worked together in agri-
culture, particularly in cultivating rice. Men were gen-
eraly responsible for heavy tasks such as plowing and
harrowing, whereas women transplanted seedlingsfrom
seedbeds to the fields. The remaining tasks—harvest-
ing, transporting, and threshing—were jointly done de-
pending on convenience. Women were a so responsible
for grinding rice and transporting it to the mill. Thetem-
porary or permanent absence of the male members of
the household during the war put a heavy strain on this
division of labor. Often women had to perform all agri-
cultural tasks by themselves. The situation has some-
what eased in recent years as the army has demohilized
and young adults born in the early 1980s have entered
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the labor force. Still, many female heads of households
with insufficient funds to hire laborers have difficulty
obtaining assistance. They must plow and harrow the
fields themselves.

During the conflict, women also made significant em-
ployment gainsin theindustrial sector. Beforethe demo-
cratic transition, most workers in state industria enter-
prises were women. According to Ledgerwood (1996),
7,137 of 10,693 employees were women. Women con-
stituted amajority of workersin textile and salt produc-
tion and nearly half the employeesin the rubber indus-
try. With the trangition to amarket economy, the owner-
ship of many of these enterprises passed into private
hands. It is not clear how the change in ownership has
affected male and female workers. Increased numbers
of men did enter into the labor market. Nonetheless, in
the garment industry, which has emerged as the largest
industrial employer, women still constitute 90 percent
of the work force (unop 1998).

Women have traditionally dominated petty trading in
Cambodia. They sell fish, vegetables, fruits and flow-
ers, and cakes and other food cooked at home. Many
women initiated such ventures, which requirelittle capital
investment. Women continued to engage in petty trad-
ing throughout the war years. (The only exception was
the Khmer Rouge era, when the leadership prohibited
all economic transactions.) However, Cambodians' lim-
ited purchasing power prevented any rapid expansion
of petty trading during the conflict. Thesituation changed
with the arrival of thousands of officials and staff from
the United Nations, nongovernmental organizations, and
other internationa agencies. They dramatically increased
the flow of cash into the economy. These highly paid
expatriates stimulated ademand for goods and services,
increasing the demand for petty trading by women. Con-
sequently, athriving informal sector emerged in Phnom
Penh and other cities, a sector that continues today.

The presence of a large number of expatriates, espe-
cialy UN peacekeepers, also led to a rapid growth in
another industry—prostitution. While prostitution had
existed in the past, it had been hidden. To meet the de-
mands of the expatriates, many entrepreneurs openly
set up brothels, which were soon frequented by local
customers as well, institutionaizing the phenomenon.
Initially these brothels imported commercial sex work-
ersfrom Vietnam and Thailand, but soon they werea so
recruiting from the countryside. According to a recent
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study, more than 14,000 women work as prostitutes.
Girls under 18 make up more than 15 percent of these
sex workers (unop 1998). Poverty compels many desti-
tute women to seek their livelihood in commercia sex
work. Many impoverished families sell their daughters
into progtitution, sacrificing one for the survival of the
family. Young women are often tricked into progtitution
with the promise of good jobs and high salaries. The
large number of internally displaced persons—gener-
ally peoplewithout land access, lacking community ties,
and having a high proportion of female-headed fami-
lies—congtitutesamajor vulnerable group. Such women
and girls may fedl that the relatively high economic re-
turns outweigh the risks. Whatever the reason, thereis
no shortage of commercia sex workers for the large
commercia sex industry, an unfortunate legacy of in-
ternationd intervention in the country.

Political Participation

As in many war-torn societies, women's involvement in
the politica arenaincreased during the conflict. Although
a few women did occupy important positions in the
Shanouk government, the Khmer Rouge were the first to
organize women at the grass-roots level. Khmer Rouge
|eadersestablished awomen’ swing of theCommunist Party
of Kampuchea in the late 1960s. In turn, thiswing orga:
nized women' sgroupsin rurd and urban areas. Weknow
little about the inner workings of thewomen’ swing and its
unitsat thelocal levels. Frieson (1998), however, doesdate
that it was responsible for “organizing women's support,
taking on important rear-guard roles in the military con-
flict againg the Phnom Penh regime.” Once the Khmer
Rouge came to power, the women's wing assumed more
power and prestige and became another instrument of po-
litical represson and intimidation.

The communist regime that succeeded the Khmer Rouge
took major steps to enhance women's participation in
the political process. It promoted women to leadership
positionsin commune solidarity groups. Some scholars
have suggested that the regime did so mainly because
men were reluctant to serve in these groups, as office-
holders received no saary (Frieson 1998).

Though perhaps true on certain fronts, this was not the
only reason for granting women pogtions of leadership.
Like many communist regimes, the government was com-
mitted to promoting gender equality. In any case, thelead-
ership of solidarity groups conferred politica and socia



power upon female incumbents and expanded their politi-
ca horizons. In addition, women were represented at the
highest levelsinthe Communist Party and the government.
One women served as a member of the politburo while
five others participated on the 31-member Party Central
Committee. In addition, in 1988 therewere21 femademem-
bersin the 117-member Nationa Assembly (Ledgerwood
1996). Whilewomen, likemen, did not enjoy political free-
dom, they did have arole in the decison-making process
at thelocal and nationd levels.

The situation began to change during the transition to
democracy. In a magjor irony linked to the peace pro-
cess, women' spolitical participation has declined rather
than increased during the transition. Only five women,
for example, were elected to the new National Assem-
bly in 1993. Although women constituted 56 percent of
the registered voters, only 5 percent of al competing
candidateswerewomen. Thefirst democratically elected
government had not a single woman at the ministeria
level. There were only five female undersecretaries of
state. None of the provincia governments was women
headed (Ledgerwood 1996). It islikely that war fatigue,
political disenchantment, the unstable economic situa-
tion, and the assertion of the Khmer identity with its
emphasis on women' straditional roles have contributed
to this phenomenon.

Thereare signsthat after theinitial disenfranchisement,
women have begun to take a dightly grester interest in
politics. They are becoming more active at the national,
provincial, and local levels. During the 1998 elections,
major political parties fielded more women candidates
than in the previous one, and 5 of the 39 political parties
vying for a seat were headed by a woman. The number
of women elected to the National Assembly hasdoubled,
from 5to 10. There are now two women ministersin the
national government and four state secretaries. At the
local level, women now head nearly 10 percent of the
Village Development Councils.

The above discussion shows that the effects of the con-
flict have been all-pervasive. The war has touched all
major aspects of women's lives, affecting their psycho-
logical well-being, family roles, interpersonal relation-
ships, economic activities, and participation in the po-
litical arena. Women have taken on increased economic
responsibility for their families at the same time their
socia position has eroded.

Effects of the Conflict
(as told by women)

On family relationships:

“Relationships have changed very much;
families used to be intact and supportive.
Husbands and wives were loyal to each
other. . . . We can no longer trust each other.”

On work:
“After work we are tired as a dead snake.”

On being a widow:
“We are people without hands. A widow is
like a blind man who looks at the sun.”

On domestic violence:
“I feel | want to hit him with a stick, but | am
scared that he will hit me.”

While the conflict imposed untold suffering on women,
one must aso recognize that it opened space for their in-
creased participation in various aspects of their collective
life. It remainstoo early to tell, though, whether the oppor-
tunities crested by the conflict will continue or whether
there will be increasing pressures for women to return to
traditiona subservient roles. Further, there are someweak
indications that with the easing of tensons, increased so-
cia and economic stability, and the rise of ayounger gen-
eration unmarked by the excesses of war, many of the eco-
nomic advances made by women may bereversed. Asmore
men enter the work force, women might face grester com-
petition in agriculture and indudtry.

Gender Issuesand Challenges

In light of the above discussion, we mention here afew
problem areas that require concerted attention by the
government, by international donor agencies, and, above
all, by women’s organizations. The list is illustrative
and not comprehensive.

Poverty remains the foremost problem. Estimates indi-
cate as few as 28 percent or as many as 40 percent of
Cambodians live below the poverty line. Without sus-
tained economic growth, the adverse social and economic
effects of the conflict cannot be mitigated, and new
opportunities for women’s advancement cannot be cre-
ated. Vulnerable women urgently need to be provided
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with skills, training, and credit so they can become self-
sufficient, productive members of the society.

Literacy and education rates for women and girls con-
tinue to be a problem. Only 53 percent of women are
literate, compared with 80 percent of men (unop 1998).
The enrollment rate for girlsin primary and secondary
education isextremely low. Lessthan haf of girlsbegin
primary school, and the average length of schooling is
four years for the entire population. There is a rapid
drop in the percentage of girlsentering secondary school,
and two thirds of al girls abandon their studies before
completing of high school. Women make up only 10
percent of the university student body.

Several factors shed light on the high dropout rates. Girls
areneeded at hometo assist familiesin household chores
and to look after younger siblings. Some parents see
limited value in higher education for female children
whom they expect to marry and be supported by their
husbands. Others, anxiousto marry their daughtersearly,
are concerned that schooling may delay it. In rural ar-
eas where few villages have secondary schools and stu-
dentsmust travel long distances or stay away from home,
parents are reluctant to educate their daughters at the
secondary level. Whatever the explanation, thedual prob-
lems of women’s illiteracy and differential access to
education need to be addressed. Without rapid expan-
sion of literacy and education rates, gender equality is
bound to remain a distant dream.

Access to health services, particularly for reproductive
hedlth, is yet another problem. Both men and women
suffer from poor, or often nonexistent, health services,
particularly in rural areas. Because of their reproduc-
tive needs, the lack of adequate hedlth care is particu-
larly problematic for women. The maternal mortality
rate approaches 500 deaths per 100,000 births. Taking
into account obstetrical complications, the number of
women adversely affected by pregnancy is estimated to
be more than 200,000 each year (m+ 1997). Nearly 90
percent of al deliveries occur at home, sincefew clinics
offer reproductive health services. Induced abortionsto
end unwanted pregnancies also contribute to maternal

mortality. Adequate reproductive health care could pre-
vent the majority of these cases.

Although theincidence of Hiv infection is higher among
men, the rate of infection among women is increasing
rapidly. Nationaly, 2.4 percent of married women har-
bor the virus. More disturbing, 13-to-20-year-old girls
havethe highest rate of infection among married women.
In recent years, the number of cases of sexually trans-
mitted diseases (which facilitate the transmission of Hiv)
hasincreased dramatically. Asdiscussed earlier, domestic
violence hasemerged asamajor problem in postconflict
Cambodia. It indicates that men place a low value on
women. The problems of commercia sex and traffick-
ing of women and children are closely related. These
problems have attracted attention in recent years because
of the efforts of loca women’s nongovernmenta orga
nizations and the international community.

Another problem concernsdiscrimination against women
and the challenge of promoting gender equality. In pur-
suance of agreements signed in October 1991 in Paris,
the elected Cambodian government drafted a nationa
congdtitution that guarantees equal rights for men and
women. Seven articles in chapter 3 of the constitution
specificaly address women's rights. Moreover, in re-
cent yearsthe National Assembly has passed additional
laws protecting women's rights. For example, the as-
sembly has passed | egidation on abortion, domestic vio-
lence, and the trafficking of women. The government is
also working on legidation to guarantee women land
and inheritance rights.

But while a legd framework for gender equdity exists,
implementation and enforcement remain a problem. Cam-
bodia lacks the political will and ingtitutiona infrastruc-
ture needed to protect rights guaranteed in the condtitu-
tion. Characterizing the law-enforcement system are im-
punity combined with an absence of trangparency. Thegov-
ernment lackstrained personnel and materia resourcesto
enforce the laws. Above dl, disadvantages such asiillit-
eracy, lack of resources, and ignorance of the law limit
women's access to fair treatment by the judiciary system
and law-enforcement agencies.
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4. Women’s Organizations
In Postconflict Cambodia

The previous chapter examined the effects of the conflict
on women, their status, roles and socid and economic ac-
tivities. It identified some of the gender issues and prob-
lemsfacing contemporary Cambodian society. Thischap-
ter looks at women's organizations that have emerged to
ded with these issues and problems. It describes the fac-
torsthat contributed to their emergence and discussestheir
dructures and the activities they undertake.

Emer gence of Women'’s Organizations

The emergence of independent women'’s organizations
has been a postconflict phenomenon. True, abody called
the Women's Association of Cambodia existed during
the Viethamese occupation of 1979-89. It had the man-
date and authority to promote the advancement of
women—which it did. But the association was spon-
sored and controlled by the state. It did was not autono-
mous and independent, the defining characteristics of
civil society organizations.

Several factors have contributed to the growth of inde-
pendent women' s organizations in postconflict Cambo-
dia. The first was the political opening created by the
democratictransition. After aninterruption of morethan
two decades of totalitarian and authoritarian regimes,
the country enjoyed a semblance of democracy in the
early 1990s. Its congtitution guaranteed essentia civil
and political rights and provided alega framework for
forming voluntary organizations. Thispolitical opening,
limited though it was, has been an essential, though not
asufficient, condition for the growth all kinds of volun-
tary organizations, including women'’s organizations.

Another factor was the presence of alarge number of in-
ternationa nongovernmenta organizationsinvolved in both
humanitarian ass stance and sustainable development. As
theinternationa donor community was generaly reluctant
to channd funds to the government, it has depended on
NGoS to administer the programs. The international NGos
were philosophicaly committed to the growth of indig-
enous voluntary organizations, which would gradualy re-
place them and carry on their activities. The international
organizations were aso under pressure from the govern-

ment aswell asdonor agenciesto reducevishility. Conse-
quently, many ncosworking on gender issueshe ped women
leaders form indigenous organizations. In interviews with
the coie team, many women |eaders acknowledged that the
impetusfor establishing their organizations often camefrom
internationa Ncos. Without thelatter’ sasd stance, said the
leaders, thelocd organizations might not have been estab-
lished.

A third factor has been the generous availability of re-
sources for women's organizations. The international
community viewed the growth of civil society organiza-
tions as an essential component of its effortsto promote
democracy. These organizations stand as a buffer be-
tween the state and the citizen, curtailing the totalitarian
impulses of the government. Consequently, the interna-
tional community provided generousfinancia and tech-
nica resources to found indigenous organizations, in-
cluding women’ sorgani zations. Practically speaking, all
existing women' s organizations received support from
multilateral and bilateral donorsfor both programs and
organizational development. Several key informantstold
the team that fundswere no problem in the early 1990s;
the real hurdles were organizationa capacity and the
vision of women’'s organizations. (In recent years,
though, international fund have been scarce, creating
problems for many organizations. )

A fourth contributing factor has been what we might
call the growth of “gender sensitivity” among national
policymakersinthe early 1990s. Thissengtivity resulted
from the growing recognition that the sustained devel -
opment of Cambodian society is not possible without
the involvement and participation of women. The pres-
ence of women expatriatesworking with multilateral and
bilateral agencies, with the Nnco community, and even
with the government contributed to this awareness.
Moreover, influential women leaders realized that
women’ sorgani zations, led and managed by women and
working for their welfare, are essential for promoting
gender equaity in Cambodia. This gender sensitivity
provided philosophical and practical justification for
establishing women'’s organizations, particularly those
engaged in advocacy functions.
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Finally, the return of Cambodian women who had gained
experience in leadership or education outside the coun-
try was another contributing factor. Many were vision-
aries possessing leadership qualities, and afew took the
lead in establishing women's organizations in the early
1990s. Examples of such women include Mu Sochua

Leiper, a founder of Khemera (see table 2) and now
minister of women's and veterans affairs; Thida C.
Khus, founder of Silaka; and Nanda Pok, who started
Women for Prosperity. All are expatriates or refugees
who returned to Cambodia during or after the peace
process. Having lived in Western democracies, they were

Table 2. Women’s Organizations in Cambodia

Name

Location

Activities Established

Arun Reah P

vocational training, 1994

microcredit

Association Lumiére des Femmes Rural

vocational training 1997

Battambang Women’s
AIDS Project

HIV/AIDS education, 1993

research

Cambodia Community Building

microcredit, health 1995

Cambodia Migration and Development
Committee

vocational training, 1997
women trafficking,

prostitution, human rights

Cambodian Women Crisis Center

domestic violence,
women trafficking,
prostitution

Cambodian Women'’s
Development Agency

literacy, human rights,
HIV/AIDS, trafficking,
prostitution

Help the Widows

microcredit

Indradevi Association

human rights, HIV/AIDS,
women advocacy

International Friendship Organization
for Development

vocational training

Khemara

community development,
vocational training,
microcredit,
domestic violence

Khmer Women'’s Voice Centre

democracy, women’s
advocacy, human rights

Kompong Thom Cambodian Association
Support of Women

microcredit, domestic
violence, economic
development

Project Against Domestic Violence

domestic violence

Silaka

management training

Women for Prosperity

Political participation,
women’s advocacy

Women Organization for Modern
Economy and Nursing (WOMEN)

HIV/AIDS

Women's Media Center of Cambodia C

women advocacy,
mass media

Sources: Directory of Cambodian NGOs, the Cooperation Committee for Cambodia.
Notes: A few organizations that were listed but not active were eliminated; a few that were not listed but operational

were added.
P=province, C=capital city (Phnom Penh).
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aware of the contributions that civil society organiza-
tions can make to the articulation of interests of differ-
ent cross-sections of the populations.

Table 2 lists most registered organizations presently
active. It also lists a few as-yet unregistered organiza-
tions engaged in interesting work. Generd characteris-
tics of these organizations are mentioned below.

Women'’s Organizations

Thetable 2 showsthat 13 of 18 women's organizations
are located in the capita city and only 5 in the prov-
inces. Given that al international ncos and donor agen-
ciesare based in Phnom Penh, thisishardly unexpected.
However, while located in the capital, many work inthe
countryside or support programs benefiting people
throughout the country.

Thetable a so showsthat 7 of the 18 organizationswere
established in 1993, and another 3in 1994. Thusduring
199394, more than half were founded. One plausible
explanation isthat during these years there was a surge
of optimism and hope as the democratic transition oc-
curred. Moreover, generousinternational assistancewas
available to establish voluntary organizations.

Broadly spesking, we can classify these organizationsinto
three categories. One consists of thesocial serviceorgani-
zations that provide a set of services to women and chil-
dren, particularly those affected by the conflict. Khemera,
Cambodian Women's Crisis Center, and Cambodian
Women's Development Agency and Homeands illugtrate
this category. Over time, such organizations have aso
darted taking up advocacy activities. Another category
consgts of those whose primary work is economic. Help
theWidowsisagood example. It isengaged in microcredit
and has established informa women's groups to channel
credit to women. Findly, the advocacy and democracy-
promoting organizations are involved in lobbying and
public education efforts to improve women's status in so-
ciety and increase their participation in the politica arena.
This category includes organizations such as \Women for
Prosperity, Women's Media Center of Cambodia, and
Khmer Women's Voice Center.

The top leadership of women’s organizations initially
came from four groups of women. First were Western-
educated Cambodian expatriates. The second consisted

of women who had lived in refugee camps on the Thai
border, many of whom received education or assumed
leadership rolesin the camps. Thethird included female
employees of international Nncos in Cambodia who had
acquired practical experience in running voluntary or-
ganizations. Thelast group was those women who lived
in the country during the conflict but worked for the
Revolutionary Cambodian WWomen' s Association, amass
organization under the Khmer Rouge.

Why the preponderance of expatriate and refugee women
in leadership positions? The obvious explanation isthat
overseas exposure gave them new skills and expertise.
It widened their social and political horizons. They of-
ten learned English. The foreign sojourn aso weakened
the shackles of traditional society, giving them a new
vision and new perspectives.

The cpie team was impressed by the vision, commit-
ment, and capabilities of the top leaders. However, a
vast gulf lies between top leadership and midlevel man-
agers and fieldworkers. This is partly due to a lack of
qualified and educated women who can successfully
assume those positions. But it also reflects leaders
reluctance to delegate authority and invest in human
resource development.

Major Activities
Of Women’sOr ganizations

Vocational Training

Six of 18 organizations provide some vocational train-
ing towomen. Such training usually isin food, catering,
sawing, and hospitality. A few organizations have aso
organized agricultural extension training programs for
women farmers. And afew have established handicraft
outlets to sell products made by the trainees. Some ob-
servers have questioned the sustainability of such out-
lets, which depend on artificially created markets.

Some have criticized the utility of many vocational train-
ing activities, since they are generally carried out with
little regard to women’s needs. For example, many fo-
cus group participants trained by Khemera complained
that certain skills classeswere not helpful, because they
did not lead to jobs. Asinternational funding for voca-
tional training has diminished, women’s organizations
are phasing out such activities.
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Women'’s Organizations: Serving a Medley of Causes

Khemera is not just the first Cambodian women’s NGO—it is the first Cambodian nco. Founded in
1991 by a group of Cambodian women, it and grew under the direction of Mu Sochua Leiper, now a
cabinet minister. The organization targets poor women through community-based development pro-
grams. Khemera’s activities fall into five main program areas: literacy, child-care, health care, family
support, and women in business.

The Cambodian Women'’s Development Agency was founded at the end of the communist
Kampuchean government as an independent NGO. Director Kien Serey Phal is one of the few women
who remained in Cambodia throughout the conflict and now directs a woman’s organization. CWDA is
recognized as one of the best-managed organizations in Cambodia. Its activities include health pro-
grams, community development, promoting basic literacy, and HIV/AIDS education. The organization
seeks to empower grass-roots organizations and village communities. CWDA is also supports initia-
tives against trafficking in and antiviolence against women.

Help the Widows is one of the few economic associations run by a woman. Sareth Soun founded the
group and directs it. Help the widows provides microloans to women to help them expand their
economic activities in agriculture and petty trading.

Indradevi Association was founded in 1993 by Dy Ratha. Operating in one of the poorest neighbor-
hoods of Phnom Penh, the group carries out education, information, awareness, counseling, and
treatment programs on HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases. It also advocates women’s
rights and needs.

Established in 1997, the Cambodian Women’s Crisis Center addresses violence against women. It
seeks to stop forced prostitution, domestic violence, and the trafficking of women and children. cwcc
was founded and is directed by Chanthol Oung, a human rights lawyer. The organization opened a

shelter for abused women after several women escaped from a brothel and had no place to stay.

Microcredit Lending

Onethird of thewomen’ sorganizationslisted in thetable
administer credit programs for women to initiate and
operate microbusinesses. Loans are provided to agroup
of three to seven members, who are responsible for re-
payment . In the absence of formal ingtitutions, such
programs have been popular with women. For example,
Help the Widows (which now servesall women) started
with 50 to 60 women; it had more than 2,700 members
in 1998. Several women the coie team interviewed were
enthusiastic about microcredit activities. They described
how their own lives were transformed by small-loan
availability. Most were using loansto for selling cooked
food or starting poultry operations.

Several major international donors led by usaip have
supported microcredit activities administered by inter-
nationa and local ncos, which have established local
partnersto channel fundsfor group loans. Although most
of the local partners cannot be designated as women's

organizations, women are well represented in them and
have begun assuming leadership positions. Almost 95
percent of the participants in group-lending programs
are women.

Domestic Violence

Three women'’s organizations seek to create public
awareness about and help victims of domestic violence.
Reacting to a 1994 usaip-funded survey that demon-
strated the gravity of the problem and a need for reme-
dial action, the Agency helped 15 local ncos launch
Project Against Domestic Violence (pabv). One of the
most successful activities of the newly founded organi-
zation was initiating a street theater. It held 39 perfor-
mances in five provinces and reached an audience of
approximately 250,000.

Women's organizations also provide arange of services
to victims of domestic violence. Khemeraprovideshous-
ing, vocational training and small loans. Its shelter ac-
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commodates 300 women from throughout the country.
The Cambodian Women' sCrisis Center also runsacoun-
seling program for abused women and arranges for le-
gal assistance. If deemed appropriate, it contacts the
family of the victim and explores the possibility of rec-
onciliation.

Prostitution and Trafficking

Women's organizations are d so dedling with forced pros-
titution and the trafficking of women and children. The
organizationsprovide shdlter, counseling, vocationd train-
ing, and legdl ass stance to women who want to leave the
profession. For example, the Cambodian Women's Criss
Center manages a shdlter, arranges for counsdling, and
conducts classes on literacy, sewing, hairdressing, and
women's rights. It also works with selected garment fac-
tory managers to arrange job opportunities.

CWCC aso supports educational media initiatives. It
has produced videos on the exploitation of commercial
sex workers, which have attracted the government offi-
cids attention. That has led to more effective enforce-
ment of laws against trafficking and forced prostitution.

HI1V/AIDS Awareness and Research

Women's organizations are mostly engaged in two types
of Hiv/aIDs activities: research and public education. The
Battambang Women' saips Program, in collaboration with
Population Services Internationa, regularly carries out
knowledge, attitude, and practices surveys and holds fo-
cus group discussionswith the population at risk. Itsfind-
ings are used for scientific research and policy formula-
tion. The Cambodian Women’ sDeve opment Agency con-
ducts annua surveys among commercia sex workers to
assess the effects of Aibs awarenessinitiatives.

Women' s organi zations also expend considerable effort
on educating vulnerable populations. The Battambang
Women'saips Program producesaips prevention videos
and a television program that is both popular and in-
structive. It also produces educational material and post-
ers for use by other organizations. Indradevi Associa-
tion carries out education, information, awareness, and
counseling programs on Hiv/aips and other sexually
transmitted diseases among vulnerable groups. In 1997,
its educational outreach program provided information
to 4,398 sex workers and 712 brothel owners.

Democracy and Human Rights

Seavera women’ sorganizations have promoting democracy
and human rights as a mgor objectives, but they are not
actively engaged in these activities. They concentrate on
voter education and Strategies to increase women' s politi-
ca participation. The Khmer Women'sVoice Center was
among the first women’ s organizations to undertake voter
education programs for the 1993 eections. It organized
meetings and workshops and printed literature to encour-
age both men and women to vote.

Women for Prosperity seeks to enhance the political
participation of women. With a grant from usaip, it or-
ganized leadership workshops in the capital and in 11
provincia townsfor women candidatesfor the 1998 elec-
tions. Attended by 698 female leaders, the workshop
covered such topics as public speaking, interviewing
sKkills, and writing press releases. The organization also
published areport profiling women candidates from all
political parties presenting each party’s platform on
women'sissues. The organization aso holds leadership
training courses for midlevel decision-makers such as
commune chiefs and district chiefs in the provinces.

Public Advocacy

Finally, many women'’ s organizations are doing pioneer-
ing work in public awareness of gender issuesin Cam-
bodian society. They have successfully used radio and
television, print media, and meetings and workshops to
articulate various issues and promote gender equdity.

The Women's Media Center creates programming on
socia and gender issues. It produces radio, television,
and video programsin cooperation with other voluntary
organizations, reaching a large audience. It has a suc-
cessful weekly television program that highlights gen-
der issues in culturaly appropriate ways. The center
also conducts audience surveys on its productions.

Another group, the Women's Voice Center, uses print
media. It has published severd illustrated booklets and
posters highlighting women's problems. The publica-
tions are helpful for women and children with limited
reading skills. The organization also publishes amaga-
zine much in demand in the school system. It features
articles by and about women activein economic, social,
and political arenas.
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5. Impact of Women’s Organizations

In the previous chapter, we described the emergence of
women'’ sorganizationsaswel| asthe characteristicsand
activities of these groups. This chapter assesses the im-
pact of these organizations on women's empowerment
in Cambodia. It also discusses various factors that af-
fect their performance and impacts.

Overall Impact

Despite their small number and limited economic and
technical resources, women's organizations have been
contributing to the empowerment of women in various
ways. For onething, they are hel ping vul nerable women
through vocational training and microcredit programs.
The interviews and focus groups conducted by the cpie
team indicate that credit programs are particularly ef-
fective and help women initiate small income-generat-
ing activities such asfarming, poultry raising, and petty
trade. Access to credit has improved their economic
position, enabling them to meet the minimum necessi-
ties of life. More important, it has given them new con-
fidence and identity. Some income-producing women
experience better treatment by their husbands and other
members of the family. In other words, economic em-
powerment seems to contribute to social and cultura
empowerment in Cambodia as elsewhere.

Women' sorganizations are assisting victims of Hiv/AiDs,
of domestic violence, and of trafficking and forced pros-
titution. Although only a small fraction of the needy
women receive assistance, the assistance does make a
difference in the lives of those women. The real contri-
bution of these organizations lies in generating public
awareness of these problems. The organizations have
put the problem of domestic violence on the public
agenda. Traveling from provinceto province, the Project
Against Domestic Violence confronted men and women
with theissue. Pioneering efforts of many organizations
have helped to center public attention on the plight of
commercia sex workers and the victims of forced pros-
titution. Their activities have led to the arrest of many
brothel owners and the rescue of young girls ensaved
as prostitutes. Radio and television programs sponsored
by women'’s organizations have put pressured law en-
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forcement to intervene. Women' sorganizations have also
been pioneers in educating people about the growing
problem of AiDs.

Women's organizations have also started influencing the
political landscape, though in a limited way. During the
1998 ections, afew women's organizations participated
in voter education programs for women. Women for Pros-
perity trained women candidates. It raised public aware-
ness of gender issues by publishing information on each
party’s platform for women. The organization has now
begun to address|eadership training for increas ng women's
participation in politics. By promoting participation, the
groupisaso highlighting theissue of gender equdlity. Asa
midleve trainee told the coie team members. “After our
training we are aware of what government does [and] also
knowledgesble about equality. Men cannot abuse women
if women know their rights. Now we understand how to
work together for justice.”

Moreimportant, women' s organizations have beenraising
awarenessof gender issuesthrough massmedia The Cam-
bodian Women's Media Center, for example, produces a
TV series, in the style of opera and drama, that explores
gender-related subjects in inventive, entertaining, appro-

Stakeholder Views

“It is too early to tell about the effects of
women’s organizations. | would call their
contributions modest, . . . but they are doing
some good work.”

—Academic scholar

“During the past five years, women’s organi-
zations have come a long way. They are
helping raise a consciousness about gender
issues. | am very much impressed by the
use of radio and television by women'’s
organizations.”

—International PVO official

“There is no doubt that their [women’s

organizations] activities have helped a

segment of Cambodian women.”
—Prominent human rights leader



priateways. These comedic showsare*” particularly effec-
tive because they chalenge traditiona gender rolesin the
family and in society in waysthat permit men and women
to seetheredlity of discrimination and waysto ameliorate
it without much loss of face or indignity to the family’s
reputation” (Frieson 1998). The series is popular. The
Center receives over a 150 letters each month from view-
ers who provide feedback on programs. Several indepen-
dent observerstold the team that such programs areinflu-
encingin particular middle- and upper-middle-classwomen,
who have moreaccessto radio and televis on than do poorer
women. The programs have started making women aware
of their rights and respongibilities. They aso are causing
women to rethink their traditional role and status in the
family and society.

Thuswomen’ sorganizations are redefining and expand-
ing thelimited social, cultural, and economic rolesavail-
able to women in Cambodian society. Empowerment
remains acritical issue for women, whose social status
and respect in society has been altered by loss of family,
demographic shifts, changing kinship and marriage pat-
terns, and a woman'’s increasingly burdensome role as
sole supporter of her children. Leaders of women's or-
ganizations provide important role models. Those mod-
els contrast sharply with the sexualized and objectified
image of women common in the imported movies and
television series that dominate the mediain Cambodia

Women's organizations bring unique benefits to the
women who administer them as well as to their benefi-
ciaries. First, theleaders experience opportunitiesand a
climate of respect that contrasts sharply with the status
they tend to be accorded in mixed groups. Second, the
nature of power relationships experienced by women in
women's organizations is qualitatively different. Here
women manage the organizations, providing women
opportunities and access to power they do not experi-
ence in society at large. Third, women are emboldened
to speak openly infema e-run meetings, whereasin mixed
meetings socia norms often prevent women from tak-
ing aproactiverole. Finaly, women' sorganizations pro-
vide atraining ground for broader leadership roles. The
experience women gain in managing can serve as a
springboard for future national leadership. Witness the
rise to power of Soucha Mu Leiper, founder of
Cambodia sfirst nco and currently minister of women’'s
and veterans affairs. Others are sure to follow.

Factor sAffecting Performanceand | mpact
Social and Cultural Factors

Women's organizations face many social and cultura
obstacles. No tradition exists in Cambodia for volun-
tary organizations. Although there once was a commu-
nity network surrounding the Buddhist temple, it bore
little semblance to present-day civil society organiza-
tions. Consequently, all voluntary organizations, includ-
ing women’s organizations, face difficulties in gaining
public legitimacy and in obtaining broader participa-
tion of the people.

Compounding the problems of women's organization is
thelow socid statusof women. Women employeesof these
organizations often do not receive the respectful trestment
accorded their male counterparts, and they encounter dif-
ficulties in working with government officias and loca
community leaders. Even within an organization, mae of -
ficids dominate their fellow female workers, lowering the
women's morae and sdf-confidence. Findly, women's
organizations suffer from the depletion of socia capital.
There is a widespread shortage of trained and educated
women who possess technical and manageria skills. The
shortage is likely to persst because of the low enrollment
of girlsin higher education.

Political Factors

Cambodia' s political environment is not conducive to
the effective functioning of voluntary organizations. But
the government lacks the capacity to deliver servicesto
its citizens, and thus it tolerates and occasionally sup-
ports service-oriented organizations. Such organizations
provide assistance to needy segments of the population,
relieving the pressure on government to provideit. There
has been tension and apparent competition for resources
between government and women'’s organizations, par-
ticularly at the province and district levels. The
Battambang Women's aips Program is a case in point.
The organization encountered initial resistance from lo-
ca hedth officias, who saw its activities as an intru-
sion into their work. But it was able to overcome the
resistance with tact and persistence, and now works ef-
fectively with the officids.
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The government is more serioudly threatened by the ac-
tivities of advocacy groups and organizations that pro-
mote democracy. An experienceof Women for Prosper-
ity provides a not-uncommon example. That group ran
into a government stone wall on a usaip-funded project
for the 1998 legid ative elections. The group had planned
to produce debates on women’ sissues for airing on na
tional television. However, the Ministry of Information
feared the debates (by representatives of the various
political parties) might demonstrate government foot-
dragging on gender issues. It withheld cooperation. The
organization got the message and dropped the project. It
did, however, find an amenable radio station, which
agreed to air some of the debates (Frieson 1998).

Dependence on I nternational Funding

Women's organizations depend totally on international
funding. As most of these funds are short-term grants,
the organizationsare unableto engagein long-term plan-
ning and capacity development. Theyearly funding cycle
emphasizes the capture of next year’s funds, not devel-
opment of along-term vision or ng lessonslearned
and comparing results with other organizationsin order
to improve programming. The existence of some
women' sorganizationswith aclear vision, targeted pro-
gramming, and adegree of expertisein a specific sector
may seem to contradict thisobservation. However, closer
examination reveal s that these are organizations whose
activitiesmirror current donor interest. It isconceivable
that these same organizations will diversify their pro-
grams—or falter—when donor priorities shift.

Because of this dependence, women's organizations are
under constant pressure to change their agenda to reflect
the apparent funding priorities of the internationa com-
munity. Severad women' s organizations have responded to
recent reductions in donor funding by developing “flavor
of the month” programming, with little apparent attention
to the development of expertisein agiven area. Many ob-
serverstold thecpie team that the agendas of several orga:
nizations have changed with shifts in donor interest: pro-
gramming has evolved from community development to
economic empowerment to women's rights and politica
participation. Currently, anumber of organizationstheteam
met were planning to initiate antitrafficking or domestic
violence programs in the next funding cycle, reflecting
current donor interests.
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Lack of Cooperation and Coordination

There hasbeen little effort by women’ s organizationsto
coordinate their activities. Instead of coordination and
cooperation, we find competition for funds and repeti-
tion of popular programs. The tendency to copy suc-
cessful activities without sharing information and coor-
dinating efforts reduces the overall effectiveness of
women' s organizations. What is needed isfor organiza-
tions to speciaize in a specific area, developing exper-
tiseand sharing their lessonslearned in order to increase
the effectiveness of their work. The nco Forum has an
offshoot woman’s working group that holds monthly
meetings to discuss major issues, but it has not been
effectivein promoting cooperation and coordination. The
minister of women's and veterans' affairs is holding
monthly meetings to address this problem.

I nternal Organizational Structureand Management

Finally, women's organizations suffer from serious orga-
nizationa and manageria limitations. The organizations
reflect the Cambodian mode of socid organization: a hi-
erarchical structure with a charismatic leader and a ten-
dency for patron—client relationships. Charismatic leaders
head most organizations. They monopolize power and au-
thority. Such leaders are rdluctant to delegate decison-
making to midlevel management. Consequently, there is
little division of [abor. The result is that the participatory
approach—with teams and mentoring—is generaly ab-
sent. This limits the organizations ability to respond to
new chalenges and opportunities. It also minimizes the
diversty of ideas necessary for innovation and develop-
ment. Moreover, it means that leaders are overwhdmed
and operate under agreat ded of Sress.

Few organizations nurture a second-generation staff that
could gradually assumetherole of leaders. Thetraining
programs for mid- and junior-level staff, sponsored by
the international community, are generally inadequate,
asthey do not zero in on the specific needs of the train-
ees. Moreover, because of the poor knowledge of the
language—English— in which these courses are con-
ducted, many participants fail to get the full benefit of
the training. Often organizations are reluctant to send
their staff for long-term training out of the fear they
might not return after completing it. Women leaders
themselves participatein most training, rather than send-
ing lower level staff. That serves only to widen the gap



between leadership and the rest of the staff. The gen-
era reluctance to nurture midlevel staff for leadership
positions is a serious impediment to the future growth
of these organizations.

Many organizations also lack capacity for strategic plan-
ning and thinking. They are unable to articulate their
organizationa goals and develop long-term strategies.
This problem is accentuated by the short funding cycles

of donors, but other factors—the charismatic nature of
the leadership, shortage of trained manpower, and pre-
occupation with ongoing activities—also contribute to
it. The absence of strategic thinking also accounts for
the neglect of monitoring and evaluation. Most of the
organizations interviewed by the coie team did not sys-
tematically monitor their ongoing programs, evaluate
their effectiveness, and draw lessons for the future

6. Women’s Organizations
And the International Community

Thischapter exploresthe re ationship between theinterna
tionad community (broadly defined toinclude intergovern-
mentd organizations, bilaterd and multilateral agencies,
and international voluntary organizations) and Cambodian
women's organizations. It discusses the nature of asss
tance provided by the international community and the ar-
eas of tenson between them. It aso examinesthe question
of sustainability of the women's organizations in the ab-
sence of dgnificant international assstance.

The International Community:
A Critical Role

Women' sorganizationsarelargely, though not exclusively,
the product of the policies and programs of the interna
tiona community. Although the initigtive for their estab-
lishment came from enterprisng Cambodian women
visonaries, these organizations could neither have been
established nor survived without the economic and techni-
cd assdance of internationd agencies. Many women's
organizations are pinoff groups. In other cases, interna
tiona nGos encouraged their employees to found them to
continue the programs they were managing. In sill other
cases, internationd ncosthemsdveswere benind thefound-
ing. TheProject Againg Domestic Violenceprovidesagood
example of how usaip, through the AsiaFoundation, could
help found an organization. Practicaly al the organiza-
tions the coie team interviewed had received their entire
funding from the international community.

Because of the highly visible involvement of the inter-
national community in women's organizations, a few
Cambodian and international observers do not regard
them as genuine civil society organizations. According

to those observers, these are the shadows of the interna-
tional community and not autonomousindigenous orga:
nizations with local roots. Such a sweeping criticismis
probably not justified. The mere fact that women’s or-
ganizationswere established with the mgjor involvement
of the international community does not mean that they
have not devel oped local roots and acquired legitimacy
inthe public eye. Infact, as mentioned in previous chap-
ters, these organizations are having an impact on the
national scene.

Nature of International Assistance

The international community has provided three kinds of
asd stance to women'’ s organizations: financid, technicad,
and politicd. First comesfinancial assstance. Allwomen's
organizations depend on internationd fundsfor their pro-
gram aswell ascorebudgets. Only organizationsthat pro-
videmicrocredit have somedternative sources of funding,
getting ashare of interest paid by clients.

Second, the international community has provided tech-
nical assistance to women's organizations in various
ways. Several international Ncos have established fos-
tering relationships or partnershipswith them to develop
and strengthen their capacities and capabilities. racr,
for example, initiated a“local Nco incubator” approach
to provide training, technical support, and direct grants
to thefirst generation of voluntary organizationsin Cam-
bodia. Silaka, the woman’s management training orga-
nization, was an early recipient of its assistance. pact
currently provides funds to local voluntary organiza-
tions so that they can send their staff for training. The
AsiaFoundation, through its partnership with anumber
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of political and human rights—oriented women’s organi-
zations, supports and fosters their development.

International NGos are also fostering a woman’s NGO to
promote the integration of gender issues in development
programs. The Gender and Development Program for
Cambodia, a semiautonomous organization, is an off-
shoot of the Cooperation Committee for Cambodia. It
will become a full-fledged local organization within two
years. With its emphasis on training and internship, ad-
vocacy and network building, and research and resources
development, the Gender and Development Program
serves an important need of women’s organizations.

We note here two limitations of organizational foster-
ing. First, many international NGos lack requisite skills
and patience to mentor indigenous organizations. Often
they are in a hurry and seek to transfer skills with little
understanding of the hurdles facing the partnering orga-
nization. Second, while they mentor, they also serve as
models for indigenous organizations. But, in Cambo-
dia, their model is not always appropriate. International
NGOs operate with a large support staff, air condition-
ers, and four-wheel-drive vehicles. The problem is that
many women’s organizations follow their examples de-
spite the high costs.

The international community often provides short- and
medium-term advisers to women’s organizations. Such
expatriate experts work in an organization up to a year.
Organizations as diverse as Project Against Domestic Vio-
lence, Khmer Women’s Voice Center, and Cambodian
Women’s Development Agency all continue to make use
of foreign advisers. Many organizations have benefited from
the services of such consultants. But even the presence of
a long-term expatriate consultant, who might work in-coun-
try for several years, has not been sufficient to guide the
organizations with limited institutional capacity through
the myriad problems they face.

In addition, the international community supports training
programs for the staff of women’s organizations. Increas-
ingly, many organizations are questioning the utility and
relevance of training programs funded and managed by
international NGos. The training does not necessarily build
on the knowledge or needs of trainees or their sponsoring
organizations. Sponsors make little attempt to conduct a
regular, systematic assessment of organizational capacity
for training and for developing training plans for individual
staffers and the organization as a whole. Training is also
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conducted haphazardly and often in English, making it dif-
ficult for many trainees to comprehend the content. There-
fore, many training programs have not been useful to
women’s organizations.

Finally, the political support of the international com-
munity has been critical to organizations promoting de-
mocracy and human rights. A female leader of a promi-
nent organization told the cpiE team that “more impor-
tant than economic and technical assistance was the feel-
ing that you [usaip] were with us.” The moral support
of the international community may also serve to pro-
tect women’s organizations.

Areas of Tension
Between Women’s Organizations
And the International Community

Cambodia has an excellent record of cooperation be-
tween women'’s organizations and the international com-
munity. Both work closely together and share mutual
trust and understanding. However, as expected in any
complex institutional relationship, there are tensions,
which arise largely out of differences in their mutual
expectations.

One major source of tension lies in funding. In the past,
the international community has provided generous finan-
cial support for both programs and organizational devel-
opment. That situation is changing. Women’s organiza-
tions complain that the donor community is increasingly
cutting core funding. Moreover, funding for programming
is usually provided annually, creating uncertainty among
staff and beneficiaries. While such criticisms are justified,
the funding agencies have their own constraints. After a
political crisis in 1997, the volume of development assis-
tance to Cambodia has declined significantly; the funding
agencies have no alternative but to reduce their financial
support to women’s organizations. It is logical that they
expect that recipient organizations tighten their budgets
and explore alternative sources of funds. Donor agencies
feel uncomfortable with the present dependence of women’s
organizations on their funding.

Another area of tension is the issue of accountability.
Many funding agencies, on the one hand, increasingly
demand detailed financial records and program account-
ability. Some also require performance and impact data
for their own reporting purposes. While most organiza-



tions can provide financial records, they have difficulty
in monitoring and evaluation. Often they have no insti-
tutional capacity to collect the necessary data, and they
see no justification for expending time and effort on
gathering such information. Funding agencies can solve
this problem by doing two things: 1) providing techni-
cal assistance to organizations to help them develop
appropriate forms and procedures, and 2) lowering in-
formation requirements to the barest minimum.

Women'’ s organizations, on the other hand, resent what
they regard as the short-term vision of donorsand inter-
national ncos. They see the latter as constantly chang-
ing direction. One woman leader told the team, “The
donor has objectives, we must fit their program.” The
pattern becomes apparent as one examines the evolving
donor missions over time. These changed from relief to
community development to health care and literacy and
then to advocacy, political rights, and participation. For
women'’ s organizations that see the continuing need for
social welfare activities that are apparently falling out
of vogue, the result can be devastating.

Still another source of tension is the management style
and organizational culture of women'’s organizations.
These organizations usually suffer from alack of divi-
sion of labor, absence of written rules and procedures,
and the dominant personality of the founder. Moreover,
they lack capacity for strategic planning. Many interna-
tional donors are uncomfortable with the situation and
press them to initiate reform. Such pressure is resisted
by the organizations' leaders, who view it as an unwar-
ranted intrusion into their affairs.

Findly, tensonsalso arise because of barriersof language
and culture, heghtened by Cambodia slongisolation from
the world. The vast disparities between the salaries of the
saff of theinternational community and of women'sorga-
nizations and the apparent superiority of the educationa
background of the former creste resentment and mistrust.
That serves to reinforce traditional models of hierarchy
and the roles of leaders and followers. International orga-
nizations have done little to build bridges outsde office
hours, and the two communities remain worlds apart.
Women's organizations note that even with medium-term
technica consultants who work for up to a year, it takes
monthsbeforethey are ableto communicatein meaningful
ways. Thedirector of an organization underscored the pro-
found cultural gagpin thefollowing words: “ These consult-
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antscomefrom adifferent culture. They seedifferent solu-
tions. We can't follow their recommendetions. They are

too pushy.”
Sustainability of Women’sOrganizations

As Cambodian women'’s organizations are totally de-
pendent on externa funding, aquestion isgeneraly asked
about their sustainability without international assis-
tance. Perhaps, at this time, the answer is in the nega-
tive. Cambodiaisimpoverished, and itsgovernment faces
enormous fiscal problems. It is therefore not in a posi-
tion to help these organizations in asubstantial manner.
Nor isthe nascent private sector affluent enough to fund
voluntary organizations. Thus, the dependence on ex-
terna funding is likely to continue. As a leader of an
organization stated during the interview, “Donors are
always talking about sustainability, but there will be
sustainability only if the country is better off.”

The international community recognizes this redlity. It
is concerned, though, that women’s organizations har-
bor unrealistic expectations and are not making suffi-
cient efforts to become economically more self-reliant.
But women’s organizations model their programs and

On Sustainability, a Clash of Views

“For local organizations to be sustainable,
there is a need to go to the grass roots.
Advocacy organizations are by and for
elites. When an organization operates
effectively at the grass roots, it gets the
support of the community. Donor support to
elite groups doesn’t encourage a self-reliant
system”

—Local NGO leader

“All this talk about sustainability is not
relevant in the present conditions. We are
not in a position to raise resources locally.
Who has the money to give these organiza-
tions. You [USAID] should support them.”
—Cambodian researcher

“They have to face the fact that our
resources are limited. We cannot fund them
indefinitely. Our budget has been drastically
cut this year.”

—USAID official
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choice of expenditures on international ncos, which is
their only example of what such an organization should
be. A well-educated Cambodian expatriate manager of
an organization can earn as much as $24,000 a year.
Top local employees have alower salary that can none-
thel ess be reach $600 amonth—till vastly different from
the local teacher who may officially earn $10 a month,
$15 at most. Often women’s organizations own severa
vehicles, and these are viewed with great envy even by
top government officials. The consensusisbroad in the
donor community that women's organizations should
learnto live frugally and rai se some resources, however
small they might be.

To many in the international community, sustainability
is intertwined with human resource development and
efficient management. They suggest that with the im-
provement in technical and manageria staff, problems
of cost effectiveness, efficiency, and sources of ater-
nate funding will become clearer and the concerned or-
ganizations will be in a better position to face them.
Some derive hope from the fact that management of the
organizations has improved over time and there is a
greater awareness of these problems. Many organiza-
tions have been gradually acquiring “ critical conscious-

ness,” which is enabling them to project their vision for
the future and assert their independence from the donor
community.

Some experts have suggested that women's organizations
transform themsalves into membership-based ingtitutions
to become more vibrant and sustainable. Such a change
would help them develop deeper roots in the community
and mobilize availablelocal resources. Moreimportant, it
would improve their bargaining position with the govern-
ment and the internationa community. So far, leaders of
women' sorganizations have shown amarked res stanceto
theidea. A few internationa donorssuggest thisisbecause
officids of membership organization are eected and the
leaders are concerned about achdlengeto their authority.
But it isthe redlity of Cambodia s poverty that probably
underlies this problem. To function, membership organi-
zationsrequire dues. In addition, many U.S. organizations
use volunteer labor for much of their work. But Cambodi-
ans have neither the funds to contribute to membership
organizationsnor theluxury of volunteering. Women lead-
ers are sruggling to support their families. They depend
ontheir salariesto ensure an education and futurefor them-
selves and ther children

7. Lessons for the
International Community

Design Comprehensive
Gender Policies and Programs

In Cambodia, the prolonged conflict has profoundly af-
fected women, their status, roles, and responsibilities. It
has |eft deep psychological and emotional scarson their
psyche. It has adversely affected their statusin the fam-
ily. The death of men in the war led to the rapid growth
of femae-headed households. Moreover, war has aso
contributed to domestic violence, prostitution, and traf-
ficking of women. It has a so affected women’ seconomic
and political participation. The government, indigenous
voluntary organizations, and the international commu-
nity had to formulate and implement targeted programs
and comprehensive women-in-development policies to
deal with the effects of the conflict.

An obvious lesson of the Cambodian experienceis that
comprehensive, targeted interventions based on a co-

herent policy framework are needed in postconflict so-
cieties. Gender-blind policies and programs are not suf-
ficient to solve the problems faced by women and to
promote gender equality.

Build on Economic and Political Gains
During the Transition

Not al effects of the conflict in Cambodia have been
harmful to women. The conflict undermined the tradi-
tional sexual division of labor, creating for women new
economic and political opportunities. During the war,
women were able to enter occupations that had been
closed to them in the past. Because of widespread labor
shortages, women were recruited for manufacturing and
service sectors. Women became construction workers,
bus drivers, and machine operators. Women's palitical
participation also increased during the conflict. They
held important political offices at both national and lo-
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ca levels. However, some of the gainswere undermined
during thetransition. Women encountered economic and
political disenfranchisement after the war ceases. How-
ever, conditions gradually improved with theimplemen-
tation of generoudy funded women-in-development poli-
cies and programs.

Thus the Cambodian experience indicates the need for
policy and programmatic interventions to mitigate the
phenomenon of women' s disenfranchisement during the
trangition. Such interventions should, for example, pro-
tect women employees against abrupt changesin labor
markets as a result of demobilization of soldiers, de-
cline of war industries, and the closure of state man-
aged enterprises.

Promote Women'’s Education and
L eader ship Training in Refugee Camps

Among the leaders of Cambodian women’s organiza-
tions, female expatriates and refugees have predomi-
nated. Returning women who had lived in refugee camps
in Thailand or lived in Western democracies founded
many of these organizations. The explanation is that
overseas exposure gave them new skills and expertise
and widened their social and political horizons. Some
learned English and acquired enhanced skillsin refugee
camps. Many aso held manageria positions. As are-
sult, many women acquired new vision and perspectives.

The lesson is that the education and training of women
and their participation in refugee camp activities can
prepare them to assume leadership rolesin postconflict
societies. Therefore, theinternational community should
support education and training programs for women in
refugee camps. Such programs will enable women to
acquire new skills, experience, and vision that will help
them, upon their return, reconstruct both gender rela-
tions and their country.

Channel International Assistance
Through Women’s Organizations

A mgor objective of the international community in fos-
tering women' sorgani zationsin Cambodiawasto channe
assstance for awide range of programs targeting women.
It appears that this objective has been accomplished.
Women' sorgani zations providegroup credit and vocationd
training to women. They assg victims of domedtic vio-

lence, trafficking, forced progtitution, and aips, and they
raise awareness about these problems. They aso promote
women' spalitica participation and help redefinewomen’s
roles through radio, television, and print media. Thus,
women' s organizations have been able to channd interna-
tional assistance to the targeted female populations.

The Cambodian experience shows that newly founded
women’s organizations in postconflict societies can
implement a wide range of programs funded by the in-
ternational community. Therefore, when international
donors do not want to administer assistance either
through the government or international ncos, indigenous
women' s organizations can provide a viable option.

Foster Women’s Organizations
Through the I nternational Community

Women's organizations are largely, though not exclu-
svely, the product of the efforts of theinternational com-
munity. Although the initiative for their establishment
came from enterprising and enlightened Cambodian
women, these organizations could neither have been es-
tablisned nor survived without the economic and techni-
cal assistance of the international community. Many
organizations are spinoff groups of international NGos.
In other cases, the international organizations encour-
aged their employeesto found them. In still other cases,
international Nncos themselves founded an organization.

The lesson isthat the international community can help
establish women'’ s organizations in postconflict societ-
ies. Such organizations can develop local rootsand gain
political legitimacy despitetheir dependence on interna-
tional resources.

Plan for Multiyear Funding
And Longer Time Frame

Thereislittle doubt that most women'’ s organizationsin
Cambodiawill not survive without external assistance.
The country isimpoverished and the government is not
in a position to support the organizations. Nor is the
nascent private sector affluent enough to fund them. Op-
portunitiesfor cost-sharing of services are also limited.
Therefore, women’s organizations will continue to de-
pend on foreign donors for years to come. The Cambo-
dian experience thus suggests that if the international
community seeks to foster women's organizations to

Aftermath: Women and Women'’s Organizations in Postconflict Cambodia 23



ddiver servicesand to promote gender equality, it should
be prepared to take along-term perspective. Given the
harsh economic and political realities of postconflict
societies, such organizations cannot be economically
sustainable within the usua time span of five to seven
years.

Moreover, the yearly funding cycle hampers the devel-
opment of improved programming through the constant
pressure to obtain funds for the following year. Discus-
sions with women's groups reveded that much time is
spent on writing proposalsand reporting on results, with
program devel opment and follow-on activitiesrelegated
to second-tier priorities. Multiyear funding would be
more conduciveto long-term goals. It would reduce pres-
sure on organizationsto continuously produce new pro-
posals that cater to evolving donor interests. It would
permit organizations to concentrate on program deliv-
ery, building on lessons |earned, assessing the impact of
activities, and identifying improvements and follow-on
activities.

Enhance Women'’s Social and Political
Power Through Women’s Organizations

In Cambodia, women's organizations are addressing
critical and interrelated goals through a myriad of ac-
tivities promoting economic self-sufficiency, social dig-
nity, and political and legal rights and protections. They
are helping redefine and expand the limited social, cul-
tural, and economic roles available to women in Cam-
bodian society. Femaleleadersin politics and civil soci-
ety provide important models for Cambodia. Women's
organizations provide the necessary setting for women
to gain self-respect and participate in decision-making.
Working with other women provides them with the self-
confidence and the experienceto eventualy become pro-
activein community decision-making inlocd, regional,
and national political spheres.

Thus, the Cambodian experience suggests that the in-
ternational community should support the growth of
women’ sorganizationsin postconflict societiesnot only
to channel assistance to needy populations or to pro-
mote civil society, but also to socially empower women.
Working in such organizations helpswomen garner self-
confidence and acquire important skills.

Build Monitoring and Evaluation Capacity

Monitoring and evaluation are fundamental to develop-
ing local capacity to respond effectively to the needs of
beneficiaries. International ncos frequently commented
that women'’s organizations did not understand the im-
portance of monitoring program activities and lacked
knowledge of how to conduct effective evaluations. Do-
nors and international NGos have not emphasized train-
ing in monitoring and evauation. Yet monitoring and
evaluation remain central to creating programs to meet
evolving circumstances and to identifying and develop-
ing effective approaches to devel opment issues.

The Cambodian experience suggests that the interna-
tional community should provide incipient women’s or-
ganizations support for annual monitoring, evaluation,
and program implementation of lessons learned. The
emphasis must be on participatory identification of cli-
ent needs and development of activities to meet those
needs. Then the organizations need to undertake eval ua-
tions to determine whether those needs have been met,
how the program might be altered for greater impact,
and how best to design follow-on activities.

Support Sectoral Specialization

In Cambodia, donor emphasis on programming has
evolved through time and has a profound effect on the
activities proposed by women’ sorganizations. However,
donors have paid little attention to continuity or the de-
velopment of expertise in a given area. Local agendas
have shifted with changes in donor interest. Whileit is
important to address new issues and respond to evolv-
ing needs in the community, eiminating funding for ac-
tivitiesthat are still needed creates confusion and leads
to possible dissolution of organizations that try to ex-
pand their repertoire of activities to meet donor inter-
ests. This“flavor of the month” programming prevents
sectoral specialization and encourages organizations to
develop programs in multiple sectors.

The Cambodian experience indicates that in some
postconflict societies donors must find approaches for
supporting sectoral specialization. As donors develop
new priorities, they must not overlook continuing needs
in existing sectors, unless the problem has been solved.
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Foger aVigonfor Women'sOr ganizaIions Theinternational donor community should take stepsto

Conor uent With the Economic Realit foster aredlistic vision for women’s organizations. The
9 y model needsto be based on grass-roots organizationsin

theregion. Donors can create appropriate mode sthrough
international visitors programs that concentrate on the
region, rather than on U.S. or European visits. Donor
agencies should emphasize utilization of local resources,
modeled at an appropriate level, such as local govern-
ment agencies.

Women' sorganizationsin Cambodiafollow the example
of internationa ncosin their working and living condi-
tions. Many spend considerable resources on four-whesl-
drive vehicles, spacious offices, and unnecessary sup-
port staff. Often their expectations and operations are
not congruent with the realities of the Cambodian situa-
tion.
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